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Slow Reading:

A Practical Solution for Reading and
Writing by Matthew L. Miller, Ph. D.,
University of South Carolina Aiken

What is Slow Reading?
• At its simplest form, slow reading is deliberate, intentional
reading, which tries to examine the complexity of writing and to
offer personalized interpretations.
• Slow reading is a method to increase the analytical and critical
reading skills of students.
• Slow reading encourages readers and writers to develop a
relationship through the text. Thomas Newkirk, author of The Art
of Slow Reading, states, “A transactional view of reading
acknowledges [that] writing is an intentional act and as reader
we must be alert to the cues the writer gives us in titles, in
opening paragraphs, in pivotal scenes, in descriptions. If we are
to respond, we must be responsible. We need to be awake, to
pay attention” (117).

How Slow Reading works?
Slow Reading entails six practices (as I tell students):
• PERFORMING—you could dramatize the text by listening to the writer’s
voice and acting out that voice. You should be able to
demonstrate “sound cues [that] enable readers to connect, to
imagine, the presence of the writer, a quality writers often refer to as
voice” (Newkirk 47).
• MEMORIZING—you could learn a passage “by heart,” “allow[ing]
language to be written on the mind” (Newkirk 76). One could say,
“Memorization is also a pledge of allegiance, an act of loyalty and
deep respect, of affiliation” (Newkirk 76).

How Slow Reading works?

Slow Reading entails six practices (as I tell students) (cont.):
• CENTERING—you could mark the text with annotations, “being alert to the
intentions of the writer” (Newkirk 95). You are trying to find a “center” that
could be both an “emotional” and/or “conceptual” focus chosen by the
writer (Newkirk 95): “the reader needs to focus both on the global intention
of the piece and on the specific local facts, details, and examples”
(Newkirk 104). There are not necessarily wrong answers: “readers will find
their own entry points to a piece of writing; they will make their marks,
depending on their purposes, on the associations they make, on their prior
experiences, their age, gender” (Newkirk 117).
• PROBLEM FINDING—you could demonstrate a balanced understanding of the
text—“work through [the] initial discomfort of situations that don’t make
sense, when our habitual patterns of understanding don’t do the job”
(Newkirk 119-20). The key to this option is to be “microscopic”: “[w]hen
faced with a difficulty or a major challenge, an effective thinker can break
apart (the root meaning of analyze) that problem into parts—the whole
problem may be daunting, but it doesn’t have to be solved all at once; it
can be broken into stages that feel more manageable” (Newkirk 120).

How Slow Reading works?
Slow Reading entails six practices (as I tell students) (cont.):
• READING LIKE A WRITER—you could demonstrate a “close, writerly
reading” of the text through “annotation,” “selective destruction,” or
“revision” (Newkirk 144). Annotation means “attending to surprising
and effective authorial choices” (Newkirk 144). Selective destruction
means “degrading an effective text to appreciate skillful choices”
(Newkirk 144). Revision, in this practice, means “improving writing
and studying the revisions of other authors” (Newkirk144).
• ELABORATING—you could demonstrate a capacity to “listen to the
text,” respond in a way to open the text: responding to the specific
details and key words given by the writer to the reader. Indeed, “a
key action in ‘opening a text’ is to interrogate the key words”
(Newkirk 184).

Slow Reading as a Strategy
• In Spring 2012, I piloted this
assignment in my 200-level
American literature survey
course and my 400-level
African and African
American literature course.
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Slow Reading Practices: Spring 2013Spring 2018
Slow Reading Practices S2013-S2018
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Reading Like a Writer (cont.)
Sara,
Your personal narrative essay is very good, however, there are some issues I would like to see addressed
in your next draft. Some points to consider:
•
•
•
•
•

Avoid beginning sentences with “and.”
Avoid needless repetition.
Avoid vagueness for the sake of sounding “poetic.” This is a narrative – be specific.
Maintain verb tense.
Maintain first-person narrative voice – no “you.”

Also, please note that you should try to avoid using non-standard or non-English words without
explaining them; you don’t want to distance your audience.
Recall that in English grammar, when the subject is followed by a linking verb, the adjectival phrase will
go after the linking verb. For example, “I was older” rather than “older I was.” I know it gets tricky
sometimes, but that’s the general rule.
I understand that this is a very emotionally charged experience, but I feel perhaps your writing has come
from a heightened emotional state which is effecting your clarity.
As I said, your work is very good! You should be proud of your use of descriptive language and
organization of thought in your storytelling.
Prof. C.

Elaborating

It is as Mathilde is beginning to think critically about these myths of love that she
uncovers an additional truth about herself and woman. Thinks Mathilde, “The
way the old story goes, woman needs an other to complete her circuits, to flick
her to her fullest blazing” (Groff 235). Here Mathilde observes that inherent to the
same mythic love stories she has been told since she was young is the idea that
a woman needs the love of another to be fulfilled. It is in this moment that she
realizes that perhaps this part of the narrative may too be fabricated, though she
cannot be certain at the present moment. Here Groff utilizes a bracketing
mechanism to allow the reader insight into Mathilde’s future and to see what
Mathilde will later come to call a “refutation” (Groff 235) of this narrative. The
reader is allowed a glimpse of Mathilde in her eighties, as she is living alone and
reflecting on the narrative arc of her life. In a moment of clarity, an aged
Mathilde sees that, “her life had not been, at its core, about love. There had
been terrific love in it. Heat and magic. Lotto, her husband. Christ, there had
been him. Yet—yes!—the sum of her life, she saw, was far greater than its sum of
love” (Groff 236). Here Mathilde is now finally certain of what she had suspected
many years before—that to achieve completion and to be whole as an
individual, she did not require another. Her love for and marriage to Lotto had
brought her great joy—“heat and magic”—and while it had shaped and
enhanced her life, it did not define her. By achieving completion without the
necessity of “foundering into another,” (Groff 235) she had refuted the last
element of the love myth she had known as a girl.

I tell students that “[w]riting is a demystified
human act, a set of decisions and revisions.
Thus, while reading can make us better
writers—writing can make us better, more
discerning, more human readers” (Newkirk
168).
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